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SELF-CONTAMINATION AND ENVIRONMENT 
OF AN ORBITING SPACECRAFT 

by 
John J.  Scialdone 

Goddard Space Flight Center 

I NTRODUCTION 

The environment surrounding an orbiting spacecraft is dictated by the ambient constituents at 
that altitude and by the particulate and gaseous emission of the spacecraft. The ambient constituents 
vary according to  time (hour, day, sun rotation period, season, year, sunspot cycle); location (altitude, 
latitude, longitude); solar activity (ultraviolet radiation, X-rays, solar plasma, magnetic storms); and 
processes (diffusion, heat transfer, mass transport, dissociation, photo-ionization). The U.S. Standard 
Atmosphere (Reference 1) is the best available reference and has been used here for data on molecular 
pressure, concentration, and mean free path for the various altitudes. 

Particulate and gaseous emission from the spacecraft may be either periodic or continuous. Peri­
odic contributions consist of waste dumping and thrustor firings for spacecraft attitude and orbit 
changes; continuous contributions are provided by the leakage or the diffusion through walls of gaseous 
materials in sealed compartments or by vacuum desorption of materials. 

The ambient constituents form in two regions around the spacecraft: the condensation region 
and the rarefaction region. The condensation region forms in front of a moving spacecraft as a result 
of the impingement of neutral ambient particles (molecules and atoms) against its frontal surface. 
After collision, these particles (which have a thermal velocity much less than the spacecraft velocity) 
are reflected and form a stagnation zone ahead of the spacecraft. The result is a zone with increased 
particle concentration. In addition to  these reflected particles, this zone contains nonreflected ambi­
ent particles and the contribution of particles originating from the spacecraft itself. The last of these 
will be of greatest concern in the discussions on contamination of the spacecraft surfaces. 

The rarefaction region, caused by the spacecraft’s sweeping of the ambient particles, forms at the 
rear of the spacecraft. The length of the region increases with increasing velocity of the spacecraft. 
The concentration of particles is not dependent on the interaction of the ambient molecules with the 
spacecraft surface. The region consists mainly of electrons with a velocity much higher than the 
spacecraft and, hence, which are not affected by its motion. Molecules from spacecraft outgassing 
and emission will be present in this region; however, since they have velocity vectors directed away 
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from the spacecraft velocity vector and will be left behind, they are of no concern unless they are 
directed against some spacecraft protuberance. 

As a result of collision with charged particles, and because of surface emission caused by solar 
irradiation, a spacecraft will also acquire an electric potential. A brief discussion of this subject and 
an investigation on the effect of a given potential on an electrically polarized molecule is given in the 
appendix. It is concluded that its effect on the trajectory and velocity of outgassed molecules is not 
significant. 

In the following, the outgassing of materials in vacuum as a function of time and temperature 
and the main effluents of that outgassing are reviewed. The concentration of molecules around the 
spacecraft is determined under the assumption that the molecules from the spacecraft surface do not, 
by and large, collide with each other. On the contrary, it is assumed that their density distribution 
around the spacecraft is governed by their collision with ambient molecules. The same calculations 
are made for the ambient molecules reflected by the spacecraft. Similarly, the fraction of desorbed 
molecules, which upon collision with ambient molecules lose part of their energy and are reacquired 
by the oncoming spacecraft, has been estimated. This “returning flux” is used, together with other 
parameters of gas-surface interaction, to establish the probable degree of contamination on the space­
craft surface. Condensation rates, gas adsorption, column mass densities, molecular densities sur­
rounding the spacecraft, and other parameters are calculated for a number of spacecraft for which 
outgassing rates have been reported in the literature. Also, the same parameters are calculated for 
spacecraft whose outgassing during the first hour of vacuum exposure has been estimated. 

CONTAM INAT iON SOURCES-0 UTGASS1NG 

The gases emitted by a spacecraft originate from several sources: material outgassing, leaks from 
sealed compartments, thrustor firing, and waste dumpings. 

Gas leaks from sealed compartments are dictated by the size, path, and configuration of the leak 
passages and by the pressures in the compartment. Gas emission may last until the gases in the com­
partment are depleted. Thrustor firings and waste dumpings are controllable in quantity and length 
of time and are of periodic nature. 

Material outgassing, which could be the prime source of contaminant for a scientific satellite, con­
sists of (1 ) gases evolved from the desorption of gases physically or chemically adsorbed on the mate­
rial surface, (2) the evaporation and decomposition of gases in solution in the material, and (3) the 
evaporation or sublimation of the material itself. 

The direct evaporation or sublimation of material is a phase change by which a solid or liquid 
loses material to the gaseous phase. It occurs when the net partial pressure of the evaporant gas above 
the evaporating surface is less than the equilibrium vapor pressure of the material. (When the oppo­
site conditions exist, condensation of the gas occurs.) The equilibrium saturated vapor pressure of 
the material, which dictates the rate of evaporation, increases exponentially with temperature. Its 
expression and others for the calculation of phase changes are given in the discussion of contaminant 
condensation. The rate of evaporation in vacuum of a material at a given temperature is constant and 
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continues until all of the liquid or solid changes to gas. In space applications, the use of materials 
that may easily evaporate or sublime is avoided, except perhaps in some special applications where 
the evaporation of the material is intentionally used for a function. 

Outgassing of materials in a vacuum has been studied extensively, and theoretical and experi­
mental outgassing rates have been reported in the literature. Several explanations of the outgassing 
mechanisms have been given; but, in general, material outgassing can be characterized by the following: 

(1) Outgassing depends on the nature of the material; for a given material it is a function of the 
surface and of the atmospheric composition to which the material was exposed prior to its exposure 
to vacuum. 

(2) Outgassing is proportional to the surface area and increases rapidly with the temperature. It 
decreases slowly with time and apparently never becomes zero at ambient temperature. 

(3) At sufficiently low pressures, the outgassing rate is independent of the pressure, i.e., the 
number of molecules expelled by the surface per unit time does not depend on the pressure above 
the outgassing surface. This behavior has not been established with complete certainty, but it is valid 
as a first approximation. 

The time dependence of the outgassing is related to the nature of the gas evolved (Reference 2). 
It may decrease exponentially with time ( e - f ) ,with the square root of the time ( t - l / , ) ,  or, in many 
cases, simply directly with time ( t - l ) .  The exponential dependence results from first-order surface 
desorption; the square-root dependence results from diffusive process. (Both laws are derivable from 
analytical investigation of the processes involved.) In practice, however, it has been found that these 
dependences with time do not hold in many cases. Metals outgas according to the t - l  law during the 
first few days; the products consist mainly of H,O, H, ,CO, CO, ,and 0,. Degassing of glasses 
follows the t - l I 2  law; the products consist mainly of H, 0 and CO, . Elastomers release gases by diffu­
sion process, so the outgassing follows the t-112 law; the products are often CO, CO,, H, ,and H,O. 
Depending on the thickness of the outgassing materials, permeation may also be present. In this case, 
the gases adsorbed on the surface enter the material; and because of concentration gradients, they 
move in the material and emerge on the side of low pressure. The permeation rate reaches a steady 
state and becomes constant with time. Gaseous hydrogen has the highest permeation through metals, 
and helium has the highest for glasses. Elastomers, which are not too selective, allow most gases to 
pass. 

All outgassing processes increase rapidly with temperature. As a rule, a 10-percent change in 
absolute temperature produces a tenfold increase in outgassing (Reference 3). 

Outgassing rates for several materials have been obtained and are reported in the literature (Ref­
erences 2 and 4), either in tabular forms or graphically. The rates versus time are at ambient tempera­
ture and are expressed as air equivalent. Qualitative data obtained from accelerated tests to deter­
mine acceptability of materials for space applications are also available* (Reference 5). 

*Fisher, A., and Mermelsteh, B., “Outgassing Studies on Some Polymer Systems for GSFC Cognizant Spacecraft,” NASAGSFC 
Document X-735-70-73, February 1970. 
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Methods that can be used for establishing outgassing of a system are the conductance method, 
the pressure-rise method, and loss-of-weight method. With the conductance method, one can calcu­
late the outgassing by employing the relation for the flow, Q = APS. From the pumping speed of the 
system, S, and the pressures obtained in the pumping system with and without the outgassing mate­
rial, the outgassing Q can be calculated. With the method of pressure rise, one isolates the pumping 
system containing the material and obtains the rate of pressure increase. The outgassing is obtained 
from Vdp/d t  = Q, comparing the outgassing for the chamber with and without the outgassing mate­
rial. The determination of the weight lost by the material exposed to vacuum is less reliable and 
more difficult to perform. 

Another laborious method for estimating the outgassing of a spacecraft is to add all the calcu­
lated outgassings of each surface and component of the spacecraft. This requires an estimate of the 
surface areas and a knowledge of the outgassing rate for each component. In all cases, the nature of 
the outgassing must be obtained by mass spectrometry or other physical or chemical analyses. 

The outgassing Q is commonly expressed in torr-liters per second (torr-lis), where 

1 torr-l/s = 0.133 N-m/s . 

To express this rate in terms of molecules per unit time & one uses the gas law relation 

Q = PV = NKT (N-m-s-l ) (1)  

so that 

I\i= Q/KT (molecules-s-1) , (2) 

where K = 1.38 X 10-23 J-K-1 = 1.04 X 10-22 torr-1-K- is Boltzmann’s constant and Tis  the tem­
perature in kelvins. To express the rate in terms of mass per unit time, &, one uses 

rh = M i / A  = QMIKTA (g-S-1) ( 3 )  

where M is the molecular weight and A is Avogadro’s number. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE GAS AROUND A N  ORBITING SPACECRAFT 

The flow past an orbiting spacecraft is of the free molecular nature since the mean free paths of 
the molecules at orbiting altitudes are larger than the spacecraft dimensions. The molecules move 
independently of each other, and there are no aerodynamic effects (such as boundary layers) in the 
immediate vicinity of the spacecraft. A kinetic theory that considers the medium as an aggregate of 
individual particles must be used to describe their behavior. 

Mean free path can be defined as the mean distance a molecule must travel before it encounters 
another molecule. It is a function of the number of molecules per unit volume and of the diameter 
of the molecules. For an orbiting spacecraft, one can distinguish three mean free paths: the mean 
free path of the ambient molecules, A,, the mean free path of the molecules desorbed by the space­
craft, A,, and the mean free path of the ambient molecules which recoil from the spacecraft upon 
collision with it, AR . The ambient mean free path A, increases with altitude; its value for various 
altitudes as given in Reference 1 is shown in Figure 1. A discussion of the other two follows. 
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Desorbed Molecules 

The molecules emitted by the spacecraft travel a mean distance AD before colliding with ambient 
molecules. According to  Reference 6, this distance is less than Xo because the spacecraft moves into 
the wake of the outgoing molecules. Mirtov (Reference 6) calls this distance the “relative mean free 
path” and defines it as 

AD = K h o ,  (4) 

where K depends on the spacecraft velocity v o  , the velocity of the desorbed molecule v D ,  and the 
angle @ between the vectors vo and v D .  He states that K can be adequately approximated by 

K=- vD cos2 \k+ ‘D 
’0 +‘D (v3 +vi)” sin2 9 ,  

where the angle \k is given by 

tan2 \k = ’w2 
IT2 - 4 4 2  

Accordingly, for the extreme conditions of q5 = 0 and @ = r / 2 ,  the values of K are 
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and 

For near-earth orbits, vD Q y o .  Hence, the two expressions practically coincide, and for simplicity, 
KO can be used in the calculations. This expression meets the conditions for a stationary spacecraft 
(i.e., vo = 0): KO = 1,and the mean free path of the desorbed molecules, AD ,is equal to A,. The 
relative mean free path for 4 = 0 is then 

which is plotted in Figure 1 .  The value for the orbital velocity was obtained from 

where go is the acceleration of gravity, ro is the radius of the earth, and r is the radius of the orbit 
from the center of the earth. The velocity of the desorbed molecules was taken as an average of the 
mean thermal velocity of molecules with molecular weights of 32 to 48 and temperatures of 250 to 
300 K: 

Therefore, for the values of v o  experienced in near space, the relative free path is approximately 1/20 
of the ambient mean free path. 

Reflected Particles 

In addition to the molecules desorbed from the spacecraft, ambient molecules that recoil upon 
collision with the spacecraft must be considered. According to Reference 3, these molecules are H, 
0,0, ,and N, at temperatures varying from 900 K at night to 1600 K during the day. They have the 
following average velocities (in km-s-l at 1500 K): 6.1 for H, 1.15 for N, , I .08 for 02,1.5 for 0, 
and 1.6 for N. According to the same reference, these particles reflect diffusely from the spacecraft 
with an average departure velocity V,= 1/3 vo . Consequently, their relative mean free paths, for the 
relation in Equation 8 and assuming reflection parallel to satellite motion, is given approximately by 

This value of A, as a function of altitude is shown in Figure 1. 

The magnitude of the average speed of the reflected particles can be related to incident velocity 
Viand the surface wall temperature T, through the accommodation coefficient as: 
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where Tiis the temperature of the incident molecule. The meaning of the coefficient aswill be dis­
cussed in some detail later when we seek to  determine the adsorption of the returned molecules on 
the spacecraft surface. The velocity of the reflected molecules enters into the calculation of the 
parameters of the so-called cloud surrounding the spacecraft and relates to the ability of these parti­
cles to ionize the ambient molecules with which they collide. The values of the parameters obtained 
using the above value for the velocity will be compared with those from another method; they are 
found to be in good agreement. 

DENSITY OF THE MOLECULES LEAVING THE SPACECRAFT 

Assuming that the density of the molecules originating from a spherical spacecraft is such that 
the majority of the molecules do not collide with each other, and assuming that the trajectory is 
straight until the collision with ambient molecules, one can reason as follows (Reference 6): 

The density n in a spherical shell of thickness d at radial distance x from a spacecraft of radius R 
is 

where N, is the number of molecules per unit time entering the shell at x, t is the time required by the 
molecules to cross distance d at velocity v ,  ,and V =  47r(R + x ) 2 d  is the approximate volume of the 
shell. If ND (molecules-s-l ) is the number of original molecules coming from the surface, then ac­
cording to  the “survival relation,’’ the number of molecules reaching radial distance x is given by 

N, = N o  , 

where h is the mean free path of the ambient gas and is independent of the angle @ and distance x .  
With this substitution in Equation 12, the density n becomes 

N D  e-xp
n =  

47r(R + x ) ~ v ,. 

At the surface of the spacecraft (i.e., x = 0), the density of the molecules leaving the spacecraft 
is 

DENSITY OF MOLECULES LEAVING AND RETURNING TO THE SPACECRAFT 

Molecules leaving the spacecraft with drirt velocities equal to the vector sum of the spacecraft 
and desorption velocities collide, a t  some distance from the spacecraft, with ambient molecules which 
can be considered immobile. After collision, the drift velocity of these desorbed molecules is less 
than the spacecraft velocity. 
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Desorbed molecules that collide in a shell of thickness Ax at distance x from the spacecraft sur­
face can be obtained as follows (Reference 6): 

The number of molecules Nx reaching distance x without suffering collision is governed by 

The number reaching distance x + Ax is, from the same equation, 

N,,,, = NDe-x/he-Ax/h (17) 

The difference between these two values represents the number of desorbed molecules that have 
collided with ambient molecules in the shell of volume 4n(R + x ) ~Ax. This difference, for h >Ax, is 

M = ND e-x/h(l -e-Axlh) 

N
D 

e-x/h 
A x .  -­

h 

Dividing this expression by the shell area, 4n(R + x)2 ,  one obtains the number of collisions 
occurring at distance x in a volume having a unit area as its base and Ax as its thickness; i.e., 

An= NDe-Xlh 	Ax-
4n(R + x ) ~h ' 

In the projected volume in the direction of the spacecraft displacement, the molecules An in 
each Ax can be considered to  be moving toward a stationary spacecraft at a velocity v, equal to the 
difference in velocity before and after collision. The total number of these molecules N" striking the 
unit surface of the spacecraft is the sum of the molecules An originating at the various distances, 
0 < x  <00, in front of the spacecraft; i.e., 

dn = dx 

x- for >R 
4nhR 

At a distance a in front of the satellite, the number of returning molecules is 

ND 
N i  = l m d n=I4n(R + x ) ~

dxX 


c-a/A=No ~, 

4nh (R + a )  

Since the flux per unit area is n"v,, = N",  the apparent density nrris given by 
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If 

The integration in Equation 20 was made for the molecules that suffer collision in front of the space­
craft along the axis of motion and in a unit cross-section column. Scattering has been disregarded 
under the assumption that molecules scattered out of the column are replaced by molecules scattered 
in from other columns. In view of this, it is felt that a large error has not been introduced in this 
calculation. 

Comparing Equations 15 and 22, the ratio of the molecules returned to those that left is 

n“ - R  v m- _ - ­
n,0 A v n  * 

EFFECT OF ELECTRIC POTENTIAL 

Thus far, the discussions have been based on the behavior of neutral particles. It may happen 
that when the spacecraft acquires an electric potential sufficient to  create an appreciable electro­
static field, some molecules may become electrically polarized or become ionized if they experience 
a collision with high-energy particles. In these cases, the gas kinetic equation must include the effect 
of electric and magnetic forces. Some of the parameters that affect the potential will only be men­
tioned here; more detailed treatment is given in the appendix and in References 7 through 1 1 .* 
Briefly, it can be stated that the electrostatic force will not significantly disturb the motion of the 
molecules. 

The potential of a metallic body in a plasma is determined by the balance of electric currents 
produced by collision with charged particles and by emission, through surface irradiation, of electrons. 
The general expression is 

@(t)= ’6’C I d t  + @(O) , 

where C is the capacitance of the metallic body (the spacecraft) and I represents the various currents 
(e.g., currents produced by absorption of plasma electrons, by absorption of electrons as the space­
craft passes through radiation belts, and so forth). 

At altitudes above the ionosphere, the photoelectron current dominates, and although it can be 
quite substantial, the negative charge that forms around the spacecraft acts as a shield against further 
electron loss, preventing further increase of positive potential. At altitudes corresponding to  the radi­
ation belts, the current produced by radiation electrons is appreciably larger than that produced by 
protons; it even exceeds the photoelectron current, and the spacecraft may acquire a negative poten­
tial. In the ionosphere, the currents produced by the absorption of plasma electrons I ,  and by plasma 
ions l jare most intense. These may be approximated by 

?rR2I, = -
2 

e v,n, exp -+0e 
KT ’ 

*Also see Whipple, C. E., “The Equilibrium Electric Potential of a Body in the Upper Atmospherc and in Interplanetary Space,” 
NASA-GSFC Document X-615-65-296, June 1965. 
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where R is the spacecraft radius; e, the charge of electron; v,, the mean electron velocity; n e ,  the 
electron concentration; and @o,the existing spacecraft potential; and 

Ii = .rrR2vonie, (26) 

where vo is the spacecraft velocity and ni is the ambient ion concentration, The negative potential 
obtained by equating these two currents is a few volts. 

The general equation of current balance has been solved for the values of ni,  T, v, and so forth, 
that are possible in the upper atmosphere and in interplanetary space. A potential of about -20 V can 
be obtained for a 65-cm-radius spacecraft if T * 1O3 to 1O4 K and ni = 103 ~ m - ~ .With ni = 1Os ~ m - ~ ,  
the same spacecraft would have a potential of -5 to -3 V. 

The force F exerted on a molecule (with dipole moment M )  at a distance r from a sphere of 
radius a and surface potential Vo is 

2 Voa
F = M - .  

r3 

For a water molecule (M = 6 X C-cm) located on the surface of a sphere of radius 0.5 m and 
surface potential 10 V, the force is 

2 x  10
F = ( 6  X 

(50l2 

= 4.8 X 10-28 N 

The corresponding escape velocity is 1.26 X 10-1 m-s-l ,neglecting that part of the energy used to 
rotate the molecule. Compared with the thermal velocity of water at 273 K ( 5 . 5  X 1O 2  m-s-l ), this 
value leads one to conclude that the molecule will be affected very little by the field and that calcula­
tions disregarding its effect can be considered acceptable. 

APPLICATION 

The above equations permit calculations of several parameters describing the environment sur­
rounding the spacecraft. With the appropriate value for h and v, we can calculate the concentrations, 
pressures, and fluxes at various distances from an orbiting spacecraft, provided we have the ambient 
parameters and a knowledge of the molecules desorbed by the spacecraft. As will be shown, we will 
also be able to calculate the optical thickness of the environment. 

Desorbed Molecules-Condensation Region 

The concentration of the molecules uniformly outgassed from the surface of a spherical 
spacecraft at a distance x from this surface is given by Equation 14. Inserting the value of 

= AD = [vD / ( v O  + VD ) 3  ho ,we get 
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Since P = nKT, this can be also considered an equivalent pressure: 

Parametric plots of these equations are shown in Figure 2. The value of vD,the thermal velocity 
of the desorbed molecules, has been held constant at  4 X lo4 cm-s-l . The orbiting velocity vo and 
the ambient mean free path Xo are functions of altitude. Knowing NO expressed in any form as indi­
cated by Equations 1,2, and 3, we can read the pressure and concentration as a function of the dis­
tance, altitude, and size of the spacecraft. Figure 2 shows that at low altitude, the density resulting 
from outgassing products drops quite rapidly at a distance of about 10 cm from the spacecraft. At 
high altitudes, the drop is very gradual, becoming an order of magnitude lower at about 2 to  3 m 
from the surface. 

Equation 28 can be transformed to flux; i.e., 

I I I I 1 I l l ]  m-
DENSITY nD (cm-3)  

R=50 c m  -. 
PRESSURE P, (torr), (N-m-*)

10-9 - A OUTGASSING Q (torr - l - ~ - ~ ) , ( N - m - s - l :  
h OUTGASSING ND SF^) 

n 
z 10-12a 

_ _  ­1 1000 10 0 
DISTANCE FROM SATELLITE SURFACE (cm) 

Figure 2-Pressure and density produced by outgassing vs. distance from the spacecraft surface. 
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4n(R + x ) ~  

since q5 = n D v D .  

Reflected Molecules-Condensation Region 

The number of ambient molecules reflected by the spacecraft is NR = A vono,where A = nR2 is 
the spacecraft cross section, vo is the orbital velocity, and no is the ambient, neutral particle concen­
tration. Accounting for the fact that the molecules are propagated only in the front hemisphere (Ref­
erence 6) and that h = hR = 1/4 Xo (Equation 1 1 )  and vD = v, = 1/3 vo ,the concentrations and the 
pressures are given by Equation 14 as 

where a= x/R. 

At the spacecraft surface, x = 0 and nR / n D  = PR /Po = 3/2. In these equations, Po is the undis­
turbed ambient pressure. The density and pressure ratios have been plotted in Figure 3. The density 
and pressure ratio has been shown as a function of distance x/R for different altitudes and spacecraft 
radii (0.5, 1.O, and 2.0 m). At low altitudes, the nR contribution becomes about 0.Ino within 0.5R 
distance from the spacecraft. At altitudes greater than 200 km, the contribution is not too sensitive 
to the radius, and it decays slowly with distance; it is about O.lno at about 2R. Because of the assump­
tions made in the calculation of this contribution, we have sought assurance from another source. 
Reference 7, using a different method and accounting for diffuse reflection, calculates the following 
total concentrations at the various distances: 

Distance 
(a= x/R) 

0.1 
0.2 
1 .o 
3.0 

Total Concentration 
(nlno 1 

2.5 
2.0 
1.5 
1.1 

Since the total concentration is the sum of the ambient and the reflected concentration (i.e., 
n/no = 1 + nR /no) ,the present calculation compares favorably with that of Reference 7. 

Returning Molecules-Condensation Region 

Equation 22 indicates the concentration of outgassed molecules that have collided with the am­
bient molecules and returned to the spacecraft. Substituting the value of h = hD = [vD/(vD + v,)] h, , 
it reduces to 
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Figure 3-Pressure and density produced by reflected ambient mole­
cules in the condensation region vs. distance from the space­
craft surface. 

-.. 1 +-V O.”” 0” 

where No (molecules-s- ) can be expressed in terms of mass per second. Using Equation 22, we may 
also estimate this concentration or pressure as a function of the concentration and pressure of the 
molecules leaving; i.e., 

13 




The equivalent equation for the ratio of flux can also be written. The flux of returning molecules is 

which, divided by @D (Equation 30)  taken for x = 0 (i.e., @D = ND/4- /R2)gives the ratio of the flux 
of molecules returning to the surface to that leaving the surface: 

In order that we may compute Equations 32 and 33, it is necessary to estimate the velocity of the 
returning molecules, v, . According to Reference 6 ,  in an elastic collision with an environmental 
molecule which can be considered immobile, the molecule escaping the spacecraft surface loses, on 
the average, half of its velocity and, in inelastic collision, even more. Because of this, the molecule 
either lags behind the satellite or, if collision occurs close to the satellite and the molecule has time to 
reach the front surface, settles on it. From this, and the fact that the escaping absolute velocity is 
vo + v D ,  one can estimate the velocity v, to be about 1/2 vo. Figure 4 is a plot of Equation 32 using 
this value for v, . It indicates that the returning pressure or density resulting from a known outgassing 
decreases quite rapidly with altitude and becomes approximately constant at altitudes of 1000 km or 
more. Also, the concentration is higher for smaller spacecraft diameters. 

Figure 5 is a plot of Equation 33, again using v,  = 1/2 vo. As expected, the density ratio at the 
surface decreases rapidly with altitude, reaching a practically constant value at 1000 km or more, and 
increases with the radius. 

Figure 4 shows also the flux of the returning molecules as a function of the altitude and space­
craft radius. Knowing the outgassing value (No,  Q), we can determine this flux, which under appro­
priate conditions can be the source of contamination. Again, it is very much a function of altitude, 
becoming practically constant and apparently small at altitudes greater than 1000 km. Also, large 
spacecraft have a smaller return flux than smaller ones. 

Figure 5 is also a plot of Equation 35; the flux is given as a function of the outgoing flux. 

Figure 6 shows the flux of returning molecules versus distances from the satellite as a fraction of 
the total returning flux at the surface. This was obtained by taking the ratio of Equations 21 and 20 

which is valid also for density and flux ratios. It can be seen that the flux versus distance diminishes 
more rapidly for smaller radius satellites than for larger ones, and more rapidly at lower altitudes 
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V,=1/2 Vo, AVERAGE VELOCITY OF RETURNING MOLECULES 

I#I",MOLECULAR FLUX OF RETURNING MOLECULES 

ALTITUDE (102 km) 

Figure 4-Density, pressure, and flux at the spacecraft surface, pro­
duced by outgassed molecules returning to the spacecraft, vs. 
altitude (for X,> 21R) .  

MOLECULES) ­

i 
0 4 8 12 16 0 

ALTITUDE (lo2 km) 

Figure 5-Density, pressure, and flux ratios at the spacecraft surface, 
produced by outgassed molecules returning to the satellite (for 
ho>21R). 
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Figure 6-Returning molecules, flux rat io vs. distance f r o m  the surface. 

than at higher ones. At 2 to 3 radii away, the returning flux is an order of magnitude lower than the 
flux at  the satellite surface. 

Light Scattering-Optical Thickness 

Optical observation from a spacecraft may be affected by photon Scattering from the molecule 
cloud, particulate matter, or surface contamination on optical elements. This may be especially 
severe when observing dim light sources. The brightness of material surrounding a spacecraft [which 
has often been reported by astronauts (Reference 2)] is produced by light scattering. This is depend­
ent on the mass column density M , ,  and the mass scattering function (molecular absorption cross 
section) (T, for the particular molecules of the column and the radiation wavelength. 

Mass column density M, can be determined by integrating Equation 14 from zero to infinity. 
In fact, this equation, using h(g-s-l ) = N,M/A for the outgassing, gives (for h 3-R )  

M,=- dx 


r?z 1 
47rv,, R 

(g-cm-2 ) ( 3 7 )% - -

This is the same expression Reference 13 obtains using a different method. The product M,o provides 
an explicit expression for the optical thickness of the molecular debris surrounding a spacecraft. 
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RAREFACTION REGION 

As mentioned previously, a rarefaction region is created behind a moving spacecraft by the 
sweeping action of the vehicle. The length of this region increases with increasing spacecraft velocity 
vo and is approximately (Reference 7) 

d m R -V O  , 
V 

where v = d mis the probable thermal velocity of the ambient molecules. Reference 7, assuming 
a Maxwellian velocity distribution of the ambient molecules, arrives at the following exponential 
function for the density along the axis of motion and behind the spacecraft: 

-n = exp [-%ET].
no 

This expression gives the following density ratios for a vehicle moving at v o =  8 km-s-l in ambient 
molecules moving at v = 1 km-s-l . 

5 0.1 
10 0.5 
15 0.75 
25 0.9 

CONTAMINATION DUE TO RETURNING FLUX 

The flux of returning molecules may impinge on surfaces or openings which may or may not be 
outgassing. In the case of outgassing surfaces, the net outgassing of the surface is reduced. For non­
outgassing surfaces, molecular layers will accumulate. The accumulation may take the form of mate­
rial condensation or simply the adsorption of a number of molecules or monolayers on the surface. 
Either of the two formations may be detrimental to the operation of instrument or experiment pack­
ages. Both phenomena will be considered. 

Surface Adsorption of the Contaminant 

If the pressure exerted by the contaminant gas on the surface is less than the saturation vapor 
pressure of the same contaminant on the surface, a few monolayers or a fraction of one may form as 
an adsorbate. This is a surface phenomenon where molecules are held on the surface by forces of 
physical nature. An equilibrium between molecules arriving and leaving the surface is established 
when 

o = Y @ T ,  (39 )  
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where u is the number of adsorbed molecules per unit area, $ is the flux of impinging molecules, 7 is 
the sticking coefficient, and I- is the average time a molecule resides on the surface. The sticking 
coefficient, which accounts for the fraction of the number of impinging molecules that is retained on 
the surface, varies with gas species, temperature of the surface and molecule, and surface coverage; it 
is indirectly related to the accommodation coefficient for heat transfer, which in terms of energy and 
temperature is (References 2 and 14) 

E - E  - T - T g
as=-

E, - E g  T s - T g  
for T, >Tg , 

where the subscript s stands for surface, g stands for gas, and no subscript stands for the reflected gas 
molecule. For most gas/solid combinations, 0.1 <y < 1.O (Reference 2). Figure 7, taken from 
Reference 15, shows a, for various gases on platinum and on a few other materials as a function of 
the gas temperature. The figure is a compilation of experimental results obtained by various authors. 
The general feature of these curves, besides the dependence on temperature, is that light atoms and 
molecules tend to have lower values of a,. The sticking coefficient appears to show the same general 
features; it declines when monolayer coverage is approached. 

The average time a molecule stays on the surface before it evaporates (residence time) may be 
estimated by 

7 = 70 exp(QlR 77 , (41) 

where ro is the period of oscillation of the adsorbed molecule perpendicular to  the surface. It is re­
lated to  the lattice vibration of the solid surface and has a value of 10-l2 to s. The term T is 
the absolute temperature of the surface, Q is the heat of adsorption of the gas, and R is the gas con­
stant. The heat of adsorption is controlled by the molecular weight, molecular shape, and details of 
the surface. Water vapor has a theoretical energy of physical adsorption near its latent heat of vapor­
ization (10.7 X 1O3 cal/mole). Some experimental results have indicated the value to  be between 
10 X 103 and 15 X lo3  cal/mole (Reference 16). Table 1 gives the residence times r calculated for 
ro = 1O-I3 s and various temperatures and heats of adsorption. A single value is also reported for 
H, N, light organic materials, and pump oils at room temperature. In conclusion, for this type of sur­
face phenomenon, the number of molecules per unit surface area whch may be adsorbed on a space­
craft surface is given by Equation 39, with the substitution of Equation 34 for the flux and Equa­
tion 41 for r ,  Le., 

The relation shows that the molecular coverage (1) is a direct function of the outgassing No ;(2) de­
creases with increasing spacecraft radius and altitude; and (3) decreases with the surface temperature 
and increases with the heat of adsorption, both of these in an exponential fashion. 
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Table 1-Residence time of molecules on a surface [ T  = 10-1 exp(Q/RT) (in seconds)] for various temperatures and heats of 
adsorption. 

Temperature T 

Adsorption Q Notes* 
(cal/mole) 73 173 253 273 293 3 73 773 

(-200" C) (-100" C) (-20" C) (0" C) (20" C) (100" C) (500" C) 

10-13 1.4 x 10-13 1.2 x 10-13 1 . 2 ~10-13 1.2 x 10-13 1.2 x 10-13 

Heat of ( K )  

100 1 . 9 ~  

1.0 x 10-12 Hydrogen 

1500 2.2 x 10-9 1.5 X 1.9X 1.6 X 1.2 x 10-12 1x 10-12 

3500 1 . 2 ~10-7 1.63 X 1.0 x 10-10 6.3 X 4 x  10-11 2.4 X 1 x 10-12 

4000 3.5 x 10-3 1.0 x 10-7 2.8X 1.6 X 1 x 10-10 5.5 x 10-1' 1.5 X 

10 000 7.3 x 1015 2.7 X lo1 4 x  10-5 1.0 x 10-5 3 x 10-6 7.2 x 10-7 7 x  10-11 	 H 2 0 :  minimum 
heat of 
adsorption 

15 000 1.7 X 	 H20: maximum 
heat of 
adsorption 

20 000 5.3 x 1044 7.3 x 1015 1 x 104 L O X  103 1 x 102 5 5 x 10-8 

30 000 8 X  10l2 1.ox 1011 4 x  109 4.3 x 107 4 x 10-5 

40 000 3.6 X 1021 1.0 x 1019 1 x 1017 2.6 x 1014 3 x 10-2 

*From Reference 16: 	 Pump oils at v = l o 4  cm-s-l, 7 = l o 2  s (but questionable for these large molecules). 
Light-organic substance at v = l o 4  cm-s-l, 7= s. 
Nitrogen at v = 5 X l o 4  cm-s-l, 7= s. 
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Figure 7-Accommodation coefficients of various gases on platinum (except as noted) vs. absolute temperature. 



Contaminant Condensation 

For condensation to occur, the partial pressure of the contaminant P" (Equation 32) must be 
higher than the saturated vapor pressure P, of the contaminant corresponding to  the temperature T, 
of the surface. The saturation pressure is given by the Clapeyron relation, log P,= A -B/T,, where 
A and B are constants for each gas. The rate of condensation is then given by the difference between 
the impinging flux (in our case @ ' I )  and the evaporation flux @, dictated by the saturation pressure 
P,,i.e., 

where a is the coefficient of condensation relating the temperatures of the gas and condensed phases. 
If 

occurring when P, is an order of magnitude or more lower than P",we can disregard the evaporation 
part, and the condensation rate is simply 

The coefficient CY is generally taken as unity in this case. We conclude that the rate of gas molecule 
accumulation decreases with altitude and size of spacecraft and is a direct function of the outgassing. 

NUMERICAL CALCULATIONS 

Application of the equations allows us to calculate the pressure, density, and the mean free path 
of the gas ahead of the moving spacecraft. Further, a knowledge of the spacecraft outgassing permits 
us to estimate the adsorption isotherm, the mass column density, and the rate at which outgassing 
contaminants impinge on the spacecraft surface. These calculations have been carried for a number of 
spacecraft, and the results are shown in Tables 2 and 3. The selection of these spacecraft for analysis 
was dictated merely by the availability of outgassing data. Reference 12 reports experimental data on 
the gas leakage of the Gemini 3, Gemini 1 1 ,  Apollo, and ATM in addition to the altitude and equiva­
lent radius of each spacecraft. For the others, outgassing was estimated from available space-chamber 
thermal-vacuum test data not intended for the evaluation of this parameter. The estimation was per­
formed using the method of conductance, which consists of the comparison of the pumpdown curves 
of the chamber with and without the spacecraft, and the use of the chamber pumping speed for a 
particular gas. The results of these calculations indicate order of magnitude for the outgassing and are 
not fully representative of their outgassing. In fact, they do not include the effects of solar paddles 
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Table 2-Sa tellite parameters. 

Parameter 
-

Satellite Neutral 1Outgassing (Given/Calculated) MolecularPressure Mean Free 
Satellite Radius RE Altitude h Concen-

PO Path ho Mass M ature T 
(cm) (km) tration no 

(torr) (cm) 
m 

(cm-3) (g-s-' 1 (g) 
~~~ 

Gemini 3 200 160 5,24X 1O'O 4.13X 2.5X lo3 4.3x 100 4.2~ 

Gemini 2 200 300 1.72x 109 1.95 x 10-~ 1 x 105 1.43X 10' 1.4X lo-' 4.74x 1020 18 293 

Apollo 200 300 1.72x 109 1.95x 10-~ 1 x 105 3.06X 10' 3 x10-2 1.01x 1021 18 293 

ATM 300 400 3,48Xlo8 3.98X lo-' 1 X lo6 1.02x 102 1 x 10-1 3.3x 1021 18 293 

IMP 2 -50 200 1.5X 10'O 1.35X 8X lo3 2x 100 2~ 6.6X 1019 18 293 

ISIS 1 -55 575 4 x io7 4~ 10-~ 1 x 107 9x 10-1 9x 10-~ 3 x 1019 18 293 

Nimbus (FWS) -70 1100 9.45x 105 8.9x 10-~ 8.9X 2.8x 1017 18 293 

Source given given Ref. 1 Ref. 1 Ref. 1 Eq. 1 Eq. 3 
or given I or given 

Eq. 2 
or given assumed ' given 

10-3 1.42X lozo 18 293 



Table 3-Calculation. 

Parameter 
~~ 

or 

Mean Free Molecular Concentration Pressure Flux Time to Mass 

Satellite 
Path (cm) 

Desorbed Reflected Reflecled Desorbed Reverse 

llOIr1 

Reflected Desorbed 

Reverse 
PressureP 

I I O I r l  

(cm-2-s-1) 

Desorbed Reverse 

Adsorption (I 
("2) 

Condensation 
Rale Y 

(cm-2-s-l) 

Form a 
Monolayer* 

r 

Column 
Density 

M 
AD AR " R  " n  n" PR P n  (E) (gmcA-2) 

Gemini 3 -1.0 x 102 6 X  IO2 7.95 x 1010 7.1 x 109 x4.9 x I08 6.22 x IO@ 2.15 X 31.5 x 10-8 2 83 x 4 . 9 6  x ~1.96x lOlo 1.96 X IOi4 2.68 2 x 10-12 

Gemini 2 5 x  103 3.5 x io4 2.6 x io9 2.83 X 10" 1 .13x  108 2.94 x 8.65 X 3.45 x 10-9 1.13 x 1 0 1 ~  4.5 x 1013 4.5 x 109 4.5 x 1013 11.6 6.9 X 

Apollo 5 x  103 3.5 x 104 2.6 x 109 6 X IO1' 2.9 x IO8 2.94 x 1.84 x 6.12 x 10-9 2.4 x 1 0 1 5  9.6 x 1013 9.6 x io9 9.6 x 1013 5.5 1.4 X IO-" 

ATM 4.5 x io4 3~ 105 5.25 X 10' 2.3 X IO1' 1.71 X 10' 6 X IO-' 7.14 X 5.32 x 10-9 9.25 x 10'5 5.5 x 1013 5.5 x 109 5 .5  x 1013 9.6 3.2 X IO-'' 

IMP 2 4 x  I02 2 x  103 2.25 x 1010 5.26 X 10" 6.6 X 10' 2.03 X 1.6 X 2 x 10-8 2.1 x 1015 2.3 x 1014 2.3 X lOlo 2.3 x 1014 2.28 3.9 x 10-12 

lSlS 1 5.5 x io5 4 x  I06 6 X  I O 7  2.4 X 1O1O 1.55 x 105  6 X 7.2 x 10-7 4.66 x 10-13 9.7 x 1014 5.8 x 1010 5.8 x 106 5.8 x 1010 9.15 X IO' 1.6 X 

Nimbus 6.5 X IO7  4 x  108 1.4 x I O 6  1.68 X IO8 1.6 X 10' 1.62 x 5.3 x IO-^ 5.3 x 10-16 6.75 X I O l 2  1.68 X I O 7  1.68 x 103 p ' < P  3.12 X I O l 7  1.3 x IO-l4 

Equation Eq. 8 Eq. 11 Eq. 31 Eq. 28 Eqr 32.  33 Eq. 31 Eq. 29 Eqs 3 2 ,  33 Eq. 30 Eqr 34. 35 
Fig. 5 Fig. 4 Eq. 42CUNe Fig. 1 Fig. 1 Fig. 3 Fig. 2 Figs 4. 5 Fig. 3 Fig. 2 Figs 4. 5 I Eq. 43 Eq.37 

'A monolayer of H 2 0 ,  5.27 x molecuIcs-cm-2 

h)w 



(IMP B). The Nimbus outgassing includes only a fraction of the total. The amount used for the cal­
culation was obtained analytically for the filter wedge spectrometer experiment package. * The inclu­
sion of this is of interest because of the recent investigation on the causes of “icing” of the detector 
of this experiment and because of the questions raised during this investigation about possible exter­
nal source of contamination.* The orbital altitudes used for the determination of the space param­
eters of the IMP and ISIS are those at the perigee. The equivalent radii of these spacecraft have been 
estimated from their dimensions. 

In addition to  the above, the following assumptions have been made for the calculations: 

( 1 )  The spacecraft are represented by a sphere of given radius. 

(2) The thermal energy of the outgassing molecules is such that their average velocity is 
0.4 km-s-l ,corresponding to a temperature of about 293 K (20” C). 

(3) The outgassing emanates uniformly from the sphere and in amounts such that the molecules, 
in general, do not collide with each other. Their trajectories are straight until they collide with the 
ambient molecules. 

(4) The contamination results from the flux of ambient reflected molecules and not from direct 
impingement of outgassed molecules. 

( 5 )  The sticking coefficient y for the adsorption is taken as unity. As indicated previously, this 
coefficient varies between 0.1 and 1 ,  but the choice of unity will yield conservative results for the 
adsorption. 

(6) Residence time T has been taken as 10-4 s. This conservative choice is based on the facts 
that ( 1 )  as indicated by Reference 16 and shown in Table 1 , water vapor may have a heat of adsorp­
tion such that its residence time at 293 K (20” C) is 1.7 X 10-2 s; (2) pump oils may have a value of 
102 s at this temperature; and (3) light organic materials representative of some of the expected space­
craft outgassing materials (e.g., aliphatic hydrocarbons, aromatic esters, and silicone) have residence 
times of 10-4 s. 

(7) The condensation rate coefficient (Y has been taken as unity (according to  the discussion of 
this topic). 

(8) The condensation rate is not slowed by evaporation, i.e., it is assumed that Ps <Prr.  

(9) The velocity of the returning molecules v, has been taken as one-half the spacecraft velocity 
(= 4 kin-s-’ ), for the reasons given under the discussion of this subject. This value is necessary for 
the estimation of P”. 

(10) The outgassing value of the GSFC satellites is that estimated to occur during the first hour 
and for a spacecraft at ambient temperature. The value decreases with time according to one of the 

*“Report of Findings of the Radiation Cooler Task Group”, NASA-GSFC T&E DIRS No. 02273-1-2-TR239032-215, Sept. 1970. 
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laws discussed under “Contamination Sources-Outgassing.” It is understood that for these space­
craft, the values obtained for contamination are for the first hour only. Values for later times can be 
estimated by reducing the given values in direct proportion to the time elapsed. The outgassing for 
Gemini, Apollo, and ATM are continuous and constant with time, as indicated in Reference 14. 

Given in Table 3 are the numbers of the equations and figures used in conjunction with the 
parameters of Table 2 to obtain the calculated values. 

CONCLUSION AND SUMMARY 

The contamination from the environment surrounding a spacecraft in orbit can be estimated if 
the spacecraft outgassing rate is available from tests or calculations. 

Outgassing depends on the quantity and nature of onboard materials, their temperatures, and 
the duration of exposure to vacuum conditions. 

In space, a part of the outgassing flux diffusing away from the spacecraft returns to the space­
craft. The returning amount varies from about 50 percent of the total outgassing at 160 to 170 km, 
down to one-millionth or less of the total at 1000 km and higher. The decrease results from the less 
frequent collision of the outgassed molecules with ambient molecules. The collision is dictated by 
the desorbed molecules’ mean free path, which is less than that of the ambient molecules. 

The returning outgassed flux may retard the complete outgassing of the surfaces, form adsorp­
tion monolayers on nonoutgassing surfaces, or condense at a given rate on a cold surface. It is esti­
mated that for normal surface temperatures and chemical natures of the outgassed molecules, the 
number of molecules adsorbed on a clean surface is less than 1/100 of the flux of the returning mole­
cules (7= 10-4 was used for calculations). This may amount to a few monolayers. The condensation 
rate on a sufficiently cold surface is about the same of the returning molecule flux. Based on out­
gassing rates calculated by the author or given in the literature, contamination values and other 
parameters have been calculated for a number of spacecraft. The following examples, taken from 
those in Tables 2 and 3 ,  indicate the magnitude of the contamination rates. 

Gemini 3 ,  outgassing at a constant rate of 4 X 10-3 g-s-1 while in a 160-km orbit, would be 
exposed to a contaminant flux of about 1.9 X 1014 molecules-cm-2-s-l. Under noncondensing con­
ditions, this would produce an adsorption of 1.9 X 1010 molecules-cm-2 (i.e., less than a monolayer). 

The ATM, with a constant outgassing rate of 0.1 g-s-l and at a 400-km altitude, would be ex­
posed to a return flux of 5.5 X 1013 molecules-cm-2-s-1. The adsorption would be 5.5 X lo9 
molecules-cm-2 . 

IMP 2, with an estimated initial (first-hour) outgassing rate of 2 X g-s-’ and at the perigee 
altitude of 200 km, would have a return flux and condensation rate of 2.3 X 1014 and an adsorption 
of 2.3 X 1O1o molecules-cm-2. 

In the process of establishing these fluxes, the environment around an orbiting spacecraft was 
analyzed. The electric potential acquired by the spacecraft was also investigated, and it appears to 
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have little effect on the molecular flow of the outgassed material. A brief description of the environ­
ment surrounding the spacecraft follows. 

In the frontal region of the spacecraft­

(1) The mean free path of the molecules leaving the spacecraft is less than that of the ambient 
molecules. For near-earth-orbit velocities and normal surface temperatures, the mean free path is 
about one-twentieth of that of the ambient molecules. 

(2) The density a t  the spacecraft surface is 2.5 to  3 times that of the environment. The drop of 
these parameters with the distance from the spacecraft is less at higher than at lower altitudes. It is 
also less for small satellites than for large ones. At altitudes greater than 200 km, the values of these 
parameters approach those of the environment at about 2 spacecraft radii from its surface. 

( 3 )  At 2 m from the surface, the density or pressure produced by the outgassing becomes one-
tenth the value at the surface at 200 km or higher. At lower altitudes ( ~ 1 0 0km), the same reduction 
is produced within 10  cm from the surface. 

(4) At the spacecraft surface, the ratio of the outgassed molecules returning to  the spacecraft 
to the total outgassed molecules varies from about 60 percent at 160 km to to  10-7 at 1000 km. 
Ninety percent of these returning molecules result from collisions with other molecules within 2 m 
of the spacecraft. At higher altitudes, the same may occur within 3 m. 

A rarefied region forms behind a moving spacecraft. Ambient conditions are reestablished at a 
distance of about 25 times the spacecraft radius. Outgassed material emitted in this region should not 
return to the spacecraft. 

Goddard Space Flight Center 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration 

Greenbelt, Maryland, August 24, 1971 
114-03-58-01-51 
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APPENDIX 

Electric Field Considerations 

Calculations in text have been based on the behavior of neutral particles. It may happen that 
when the spacecraft acquires an electric potential sufficient to  create an appreciable electrostatic 
field, some molecules may acquire electrical polarity or become ionized if they experience a collision 
with high-energy particles. In these cases, the gas kinetic equation must include electric and magnetic 
forces. The parameters that affect the spacecraft potential will be reviewed briefly (References 7 
through 11), and it will be shown that the electrostatic force will not significantly disturb the motion 
of the molecule. 

The potential of a metallic spacecraft in a plasma is determined by the balance of the electric 
currents produced by the collision with charged particles and by the emission, caused by surface 
irradiation, of electrons. These currents are I,, the current produced by the absorption of plasma 
electrons; I,, , the current produced by the absorption of electrons in passing through the radiation 
belts; Ii,the current produced by the plasma ions; Irp, the culrent produced by protons; Iph, the 
current of photoelectron emission caused by shortwave solar radiation; and I,, a secondary current 
produced under bombardment of the spacecraft by high-energy particles. The potential is then 

where Cis  the capacitance of the spacecraft. 

At altitudes above the ionosphere (Le., > 1000 km), the Iph  current is substantial. It is deter­
mined by the flux of photoelectrons per unit area yielded by the material under the solar radiant flux. : 
The spacecraft then assumes a positive potential which increases with time; but the increase will be 
slowed by the negative charges which form around the spacecraft. These charges will provide a shield 
against further electron loss. 

At altitudes corresponding to  the radiation belts (i.e., between 0.5 and 3 earth radii), the cur­
rent I,., produced by the radiation electrons is appreciably larger than I r p ,  the current produced by 
the protons, because in a plasma having equal number of electrons and protons, the flux of electrons 
will be larger than that of the protons due to  their different velocities. That is, 

It is also true that ne >n p  in the radiation belts. Hence, Irp can be neglected in comparison with I,, , 
which will be quite large at the top of the radiation belts. In fact, there it will exceed the photoelec­
tron current, and the spacecraft may acquire a negative potential. The secondary emission current I ,  
under the influence of I,, tends to increase the potential. 
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In the ionosphere (<lo00 km), Ijand I, ,produced by collision of the spacecraft with the am­
bient plasma, are most intense. The ion current can be approximated by 

Ii = nR2 vOnie , 

where ni is the ambient ion concentration, vo is the velocity of the spacecraft, and R is its radius. The 
electron current, which is dependent on the existing spacecraft potential, is approximated by 

TR2 -@oeI, = -
2 

e v,n, exp -
K T  ’ 

where ne is the electron concentration and v, is the mean electron velocity. Assuming no photoelec­
tron or radiation particle current, a spacecraft passing through a plasma with ne = ni will acquire the 
potential (Reference 8) 

K T@o =ev,
ln­

2 V O  


=-In+-- 2KTKT 
e n m , v i  ’ 

obtained by equating the two currents I, and Ii.This is a negative potential, about 2 to 3 times 
KT/e, the thermal plasma potential (which, for T < 1O4 K, is a few volts). 

The general equation of current balance has been solved graphically for values of n i ,  T, v, and so 
forth, that are possible in the upper atmosphere and in interplanetary space. A potential of about 
-20V is obtained for a 65-cm-radius spacecraft if T = 103 to 1O4 K and ni = 1O3 ~ m - ~ .A potential 
of -5 to -3 V results for the same conditions except for nibeing set to  1Os ~ m - ~ .Outside the radia­
tion belts, a spacecraft under illumination would acquire a potential between -2.5 and +4 V .  In addi­
tion to the above, the magnetic field, the radio-frequency field, and other minor effects must be con­
sidered. At high altitudes, the magnetic field is not important, because the Larmor radii of the parti­
cles at those altitudes exceed the spacecraft radius. At lower altitudes (<7000 km), where the Larmor 
radii are less than or equal to the spacecraft radius, the electron current is reduced by one-half because 
of the magnetic field, and the potential approaches zero. 

Ionized Desorbed Molecules 

Some of the molecules desorbed by the spacecraft may be ionized by collision with high-energy 
particles. References 6 and 7 indicate that a coefficient of ionization p = 10-4 can be used to estab­
lish the fraction of desorbed molecules that may become so ionized. Therefore, the ionized fraction 
of the flux may be 

@i = 06’’ 
1 +-V O  

= 1 0 - 4 ~ ~-VD .
4rR ho 
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For h = 1000 km, 4" = No ,as given by Figure 4.The ionized portion could be @ j  = 1O-l6 No , 
which should be quite small. 

Escape Velocity of Polarized Molecules 

The effect the electric field may have on a polarized molecule can be determined as follows. The 
force on a polarized molecule in a nonuniform electric field is given by 

F, = M  - VE, 
where M = qd is the dipole moment of the molecule and VE is the gradient of the field. The potential 
at a distance r from a sphere of radius a whose surface is at a potential Vo is 

V =  V,, a/r 

The field corresponding to this potential is 

and its gradient is 

Consequently, the maximum force exerted on the molecule is 

2Voa
F = M - ,

r3 

which, for a water molecule (M = 6 X 10-28 C-cm) located at a = r = 0.5 m, and a spacecraft surface 
potential of 10 V, will give a force 

2 x  10
F, = ( 6  X - 4.8 X C-V-cm-1 

(5W2 

= 4.8X 10-28 N . 

The escape velocity, equating kinetic to potential energy, for m = 3 X 10-26 kg (the mass of an H20 
molecule) is 

2 X 4.8X 10-28 X 0.5 
3 x 10-26 

= 1.26 X 10-1 m-s-1 . 

The actual velocity is less than this because the energy is used in part to rotate the molecule. How­
ever, comparing this value with the thermal velocity of water (5.5 X 102 m-s-l at 273 K), one con­
cludes that the molecule will be affected very little by the field and that calculations disregarding this 
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effect are acceptable. It is interesting to  note that observations aboard Pegasus I1 revealed slightly 
curved trajectories of contaminants with velocities of the order of 1 m-s-l.* 

*Grenda, R., Neste, S., and Soberman, R. K., “Contaminant Particle Trajectories Near a Spacecraft”, Space Research ZX,North-
Holland Publishing Co., Amsterdam, 1969. 

32 NASA-Langley, 1972 -31 



l 

8 N A T I O N A L  AERONAUTICS A N D  SPACE A D M I S T R A T I O N  
WASHINGTON.  D.C. 20546 

P O S T A G E  A N D  FEES P A I D  

N A T I O N A L  A E R O N A U T I C S  A N D  
O F F I C I A L  BUSINESS 

FIRST CLASS MAIL. 
SPACE A D M I N I S T R A T I O N  (S)

P E N A L T Y  F O R  P R I V A T E  U S E  $300 USMAIL 

003 0 0 1  C 1  U 3 1  720512 SG0903DS 
DEPT OF THE A I R  FORCE 
AF WEAPONS L A B  ( A F S C )  

TECH L I B H A R Y / W L O L /  

ATTN: E L O U  B O W M A N ,  CHIEF 

RIRTLAND A F B  NM 8 7 1 1 7  


If Undeliverable (Section 158 
Posnl Manual) Do Nor Return 

‘The  aeronautical and space uctivities of the United States shall be 
conducted JO as to  contribute , . . to  the expansion of human Knowl­
edge of phenoiiiena in the atmosphere and space. The Administration 
shall provide for the widest pructicable and appropriate dissemination 
of inforiliation concerning its actiidies and the restilts thereof.” 

-NATIONALAERONAUTICSAND SPACE ACT OF 1958 

NASA SCIENTIFIC AND TECHNICAL PUBLICATIONS 

TECHNICAL REPORTS: Scientific and 
technical information considered important, 
complete, and a lasting contribution to existing 
knowledge. 

TECHNICAL NOTES: Information less broad 
in scope but nevertheless of importance as a 
contribution to existing knowledge. 

TECHNICAL MEMORANDUMS: 
Information receiving limited distribution 
because of preliminary data, security classifica­
tion, or other reasons. 

CONTRACTOR REPORTS: Scientific and 
technical information generated under a NASA 
contract or grant and considered an important 
contribution to existing knowledge. 

TECHNICAL TRANSLATIONS: Information 
published in a foreign language considered 
to merit NASA distribution in English. 

SPECIAL PUBLICATIONS: Information 
derived from or of value to NASA activities. 
Publications include conference proceedings, 
monographs, data compilations, handbooks, 
sourcebooks, and special bibliographies. 

TECHNOLOGY UT~LIZATION 
PUBLICATIONS: Information on technology 
used by NASA that may be of particular 
interest in commercial and other non-aerospace 
applications. Publications include Tech Briefs, 
Technology Utilization Reports and 
Technology Surveys. 

Details on the availability of these publications may be obtained from: 

SCIENTIFIC AND TECHNICAL INFORMATION OFFICE 

NATIONAL AERONAUTICS AND SPACE ADMINISTRATION 
Washington, D.C. PO546 


